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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 

A DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES COUNCIL AND STATE SERVICE AGENCIES 

Andrew S. Halpern 

T h e Developmental Disabi l i t ies S e r v i c e s and Faci l i t ies Const ruc t ion Ac t was 
des igned to p rov ide states with a broad responsib i l i ty for p lann ing and implemen
t ing a comprehens ive p rog ram of se rv i ces for developmental ly d isab led people . 
T h e Ac t a lso author izes the p rov i s ion of formula-grant funds to stimulate the de 
velopment of facilities and se rv i ces that are not adequately p rov ided wi th in the-
ex is t ing network of pub l ic and pr ivate agenc ies . 

In o rder to accompl ish th is mandate, each state and terr i tory is expected to 
create a Developmental Disabi l i t ies C o u n c i l . The legislat ion requ i res that member
s h i p for s u c h Counc i l s be d rawn from three different g r o u p s : state agency pe r 
sonne l , consumer representa t ives , and " interested th i rd pa r t i es . " T h e rationale 
for such membersh ip requirements is to facilitate dia logue between the p r o v i d e r s 
and consumers of se r v i ces in the p rocess of deve lop ing a plan for comprehens ive 
se rv i ce de l i ve ry . 

S ince a DD Counci l must include representat ives from a var iety of pub l i c s e r 
v ice agenc ies , i t becomes an in t r igu ing and complex problem to identify and im
plement appropr iate re la t ionships between the Counc i l and the state agenc ies 
wh ich p rov ide a part of its membersh ip . Before examin ing the problem direct ly 
and s u g g e s t i n g some poss ib le so lu t ions , i t wil l be useful to review br ief ly the 
major roles and responsib i l i t ies of a DD Counc i l . 

Major DD Counci l Respons ib i l i t ies 

The p r imary respons ib i l i t y of a state DD Counci l is to p repare annual ly a com
prehens ive p lan for meeting the needs of the state's developmental ly d isab led 
c i t izens. In order to accompl ish this task effectively, a Counc i l must be aware of 
both the demand and avai labi l i ty of se rv i ces throughout the state. Where g a p s 
ex is t between need and resou rces , the Counc i l ' s annual p lan shou ld be directed 
toward na r row ing the d i s c r e p a n c y . 

The annual cycle of deve lop ing a state plan can be further descr ibed in terms 
of three interrelated act iv i t ies: p l ann ing , in f luenc ing, and eva luat ing. P lann ing 
invo lves the establ ishment of g o a l s , the assessment of heeds and r e s o u r c e s , the 
identification of gaps in s e r v i c e de l i ve ry , and the selection of objectives wh i ch are 
aimed toward the achievement of the g o a l s . In f luencing is the vehic le th rough 
wh ich a counci l implements its object ives. Lack ing direct control over most 
agency p r o g r a m s , the Counc i l engages in activit ies that wil l encourage the r e 
spons ib le agenc ies to improve the de l ivery of se rv i ces in accord wi th the goa l s 
and objectives of the state p l a n . Evaluat ion invo lves an assessment of the extent 
to wh ich the objectives of the state plan have been accompl ished. Evaluat ive i n 
formation leads to the selection of new object ives, and the cycle beg ins a g a i n . 



A DD Counci l will be success fu l in attaining its objectives on ly to the extent 
that it is able to estab l ish and maintain effective re lat ionships with the state serv ice 
de l ivery agenc ies . What does this mean when one- th i rd of the members of a DD 
Counci l are a lso employees of the ve ry state agencies that the Counc i l is attempting 
to inf luence? 

A Conceptual Dilemma 

T h i s ambigui ty with respect to the roles of indiv idual Counc i l members leads 
to an organizat ional ambigui ty as wel l . Is a DD Counci l a d v i s o r y to or in some 
sense a part of the state agency s t ructure? The re are many facets of this apparent
ly symbiot ic re la t ionship. Each of these facets has the potential for weaken ing the 
identity and d imin ish ing the effectiveness of a DD C o u n c i l . 

T h e administrat ion of DD Counc i l s has taken a variety of forms in different 
states a round the country (Stedman, 1973). In some states the Counc i l has been 
designated as either, part of a s ing le state a g e n c y , such as the health d i v i s i o n , or 
as par t of an umbrel la a g e n c y , such as a department of human resou rces . In some 
states, the administrat ion of the DD Counc i l has been a s s i g n e d to one a g e n c y , and 
the administrat ion of the DD formula-grant p rog ram to another. In other states, 
the administrat ion of the Counci l has been a s s i g n e d direct ly to the g o v e r n o r ' s 
office. 

Each of these administrat ive al ignments offers the potential for conflict of i n 
terest. Does the Counc i l ' s staff wo rk only for the C o u n c i l , or are there p r e s s u r e s 
to conform to the pol icies and demands of the admin is ter ing agency or office? To 
what extent can the Counci l advocate for the pol ic ies and p rog rams of agencies if 
these are in conflict with the g o v e r n o r ' s attempt to balance h i s budget? A r e the 
state agency members of the Counci l free to vote their m i n d s , or is their function 
to protect the interests and pol ic ies of their agencies? 

T h e r e are no clear and unequivocal a n s w e r s to these ques t ions , and the re-
su i t ing ambigui ty has made it difficult to delineate clearly the relat ionships b e -
tween DD Counc i l s and state serv ice agenc ies . Perhaps as a resul t , in par t , of 
this d i lemma, there has been an unfortunate tendency of many DD Counc i l s to view 
themselves s imp ly as a state agency , concentrat ing all or near ly all of their efforts 
on the administrat ion of the formula-grant p r o g r a m . When this h a p p e n s , i t is fre
quent ly accompanied by a neglect of the major resources that are avai lable within 
any state for developmental ly d isab led c i t i zens- -namely , the resources and p r o 
g rams of the major state agenc ies . 

Some Possib i l i t ies for Meaningfu l Relat ionships 

T h e potential for conflict of interest wi th in members of a DD Counc i l will be 
alleviated if the Counci l focuses attention upon its true mandate—the state's total 

de l ivery sys tem. I f and when this o c c u r s , i t becomes even more essential to e s -



tabl ish good w o r k i n g re lat ionships between the Counc i l and the va r ious state a g e n 
c i e s . A s s u m i n g that s u c h relat ionships can be es tab l i shed , there are a number of 
speci f ic activit ies that shou ld be cons idered by DD Counc i l s as they develop their 
wo rk p l a n s . 

S e r v i c e Object ives. More than 50 dist inct se rv i ces are p rov ided to deve lop -
mentally d isab led ci t izens by va r ious agenc ies , both pub l ic and pr iva te , wi th in 
a state (Halpern and F a r a h , 1974). Each of these se rv i ces can be evaluated on 
three different d imens ions : Quant i ty , qual i ty , and effect iveness. 

The quanti ty of any se rv i ce is adequate when i t can be obtained by those who 
need i t without undue diff iculty or de lay. A c h i e v i n g this goal is ve ry difficult b e 
cause it i nvo lves the coordinat ion of efforts among va r i ous agenc ies , the accurate 
assessment of need for any g i v e n se rv i ce , and success in the competition for l imi
ted resou rces . 

The qual i ty of any se rv i ce is measured by the adequacy of s tandards wh ich 
are adopted for that s e r v i c e , and the degree of compliance wh ich agencies show 
with respect to the adopted s tanda rds . T h e effectiveness of any se rv i ce shou ld 
follow whenever qual i ty is h i g h . Effect iveness i s , however , more difficult to 
a s s e s s s ince i t invo lves the specif ication of expected client ga ins and subsequent 
measurement to ascertain whether or not the ga ins have been real ized. 

DD Counc i l s can p lay an important role in he lp ing to conceptualize what is 
needed to improve the quant i ty , qual i ty , and effectiveness of se rv i ces that are p r o 
v ided by the state agenc ies . I f a careful ana lys is of the se rv i ce de l ivery sys tem is 
made along these three d imens ions , the DD Counci l can propose specif ic objectives 
for the agencies to adopt in their own future p l a n n i n g . If these objectives are rea
l ist ic, t imely , and buil t upon a foundation of the best avai lable information, there 
is a chance that the agenc ies wi l l view them as an asset rather than a l iabil ity to 
their own p rocess of p l a n n i n g . 

A g e n c y Budgets . In most ins tances, the only way that serv ice objectives can 
be accompl ished is th rough their incorporat ion into appropr iate agency b u d g e t s . 
Each state agency has a dist inct set of p rocedures that it must follow in the deve l 
opment and implementation of its budget . A l though these budgets can be monitored 
and inf luenced at severa l points throughout the fiscal y e a r , the potential impact is 
greatest d u r i n g the time that the agencies are formulating their budget for p r e s e n 
tation to an umbrel la a g e n c y , the legis lature, or the g o v e r n o r . If a DD Counc i l can 
influence state agency budgets du r i ng this crit ical formulation s tage , the potential 
impact s h o u l d great ly exceed the total value of the DD formula-grant al locat ions. 

New Legis lat ion. A g e n c i e s are frequently unable to improve or extend se rv i ces 
to developmental ly d i sab led cit izens because of restr ict ions or inadequacies in e x i s 
t ing state legis lat ion. DD Counc i l s shou ld s tudy this legislat ion carefu l ly , and be 
prepared to suppor t the introduct ion and passage of new laws that wou ld improve 
the s e r v i c e de l i very sys tem for developmental ly d isab led c l ients. S u c h suppor t 



can be more effective than an agency advocat ing for its own p r o g r a m s , s ince the 
Counc i l is less vu lnerab le to an accusat ion of se l f - se rv i ng advocacy . 

Se rv i ce S tandards . For better or for w o r s e , serv ice s tandards are frequently 
imposed upon state agencies in the form of either sugges ted gu ide l ines or enforced 
regu la t ions. S u c h s tandards can great ly improve se rv i ces when they are well 
formulated a n d , conve rse l y , can lull people into a false sense of secur i ty when 
they are poor ly formulated. For example, the s tandards that are developed by 
va r i ous states for the operation of community residential facilities are l ikely to 
contain health and safety regulat ions s ince these are probab ly famil iar to most peo
ple and have a l ready been implemented effectively within some agency s t ruc tu re . 
But un less s tandards for client t ra in ing are also in t roduced, the full expectations 
for community residential facilities are not l ikely to be real ized. 

T h e r e are many instances in wh ich the development of se rv i ce s tandards within 
gener ic agenc ies could fall shor t of what is needed for developmental ly d isab led 
c l ients . DD Counc i l s shou ld monitor this activity c l o s e l y , and w o r k with the state 
agenc ies toward the development of more appropr iate service s t anda rds . 

Cl ient Data B a n k s . Neither the quantity nor the effectiveness of se rv i ces can 
be accurately monitored without the ass is tance of well funct ioning client data b a n k s . 
S u c h data b a n k s must be capable of s tor ing and retr iev ing information about the 
se r v i ces that cl ients need and receive, as well as the outcomes of these s e r v i c e s . 
On ly this k i nd of information wil l permit DD Counc i l s to accompl ish accurate 
p lann ing and evaluat ion. 

A l though there is a project of national scope current ly in p r o g r e s s wh ich 
add resses the problem of develop ing an appropriate format for client data b a n k s 
( E y m a n , 1975), the management of information in any g i ven state wi l l depend ult i
mately upon mot ives, const ra in ts , and resources of the state agenc ies that collect 
and use the information. S i n c e D D Counc i l s wil l need this information, they must 
establ ish and maintain cooperative agreements with the appropr iate state agenc ies . 

Most state agencies at this point in time do not have Wel l funct ioning client 
data b a n k s or h i gh l y sophist icated management information sys tems for p r o c e s s i n g 
the data they do p o s s e s s . DD Counc i l s might benefit great ly by ass i s t i ng relevant 
agencies in the development of these tools, pe rhaps even ut i l iz ing some of the DD 
formula-grant funds for this p u r p o s e . With the util ization of DD funds" to p rov ide 
some of the impetus in this area, it is l ikely that the end product wil l not neglect 
the information needs of the DD C o u n c i l . Fur thermore , the goodwi l l generated by 
such a gesture might increase the w i l l i ngness of the agencies to s h a r e information 
candid ly with the Counc i l . A w o r d of caution is in order here to balance the e n 
thus iasm that can be engendered when cons ider ing the potential of technical data 
sys tems . That caution has to do with protecting the indiv idual from either data 
mismanagement and /o r abuse . For example, ci t izens must be protected aga ins t an 
invas ion of p r i v a c y or be ing trapped in a data system track wh ich bears a label 
that endures for a time after the needs for se rv i ces cease. Whi le it is beyond the 



scope of th is paper there are good resources that add ress these i s s u e s . ( P a s c a l , 
1973 and S e c r e t a r y ' s A d v i s o r y Committee, 1973). 

App l ied Research. The re are numerous prob lems within the se rv i ce de l ivery 
system for, developmental ly d isab led ci t izens that do not stem from a lack of moti
vat ion, legislat ive author i ty , or resources to do the job wel l . T h e bas ic problem 
is ignorance of how to prov ide se rv i ces most effectively. 

T h i s ignorance is not necessar i l y abstract or theoretical in nature . The re are 
many concrete and practical quest ions that shou ld receive at least tentative a n s 
we rs th rough research before launching major rev i s ions in the serv ice de l ivery 
sys tem. Once a g a i n , the current movement toward deinstitutionalization p rov ides 
us with a useful example. 

It is l ikely that a great deal of money wil l be spent du r i ng the next decade for 
the pu rchase and staffing of community residential facilities for developmental ly 
d isabled c i t i zens. I f we are to insure that this money is be ing well spent , we need 
answers to a number of important ques t ions . What is the smal lest number of r e s i 
dents that can be placed in a s ing le home if that home is to remain economical ly 
solvent? Is this number constant, or does i t v a r y as a function of g e o g r a p h y , 
client a g e , or level of client d isabi l i ty? What k i n d of personne l are needed to 
staff these homes , and how can they best be t ra ined? 

In seek ing the a n s w e r s to these and many s imi lar ques t ions , a DD Counc i l 
could be in the posi t ion of assuming a leadership role. One aspect of this role 
might be the identification of the most urgent prob lems that need to be reso lved to 
improve the de l i very of se rv i ces to DD cl ients wi th in a g iven state at a g i v e n time. 
The Counci l might also solicit and endorse research p roposa ls wh ich a d d r e s s the 
critical ques t i ons , pe rhaps u s i n g DD formula-grant funds to suppor t those that 
are most important. I f the Counci l w o r k s closely with relevant agencies t h r o u g h 
out this p r o c e s s , another bond of mutual t rust and appreciat ion shou ld be added 
to their re la t ionship. 

Summary 

There is little doubt that D D Counc i ls have been es tab l i shed, in par t , to p r o 
vide a check and balance mechanism for the state agenc ies that prov ice s e r v i c e s 
to developmental ly d isab led c i t izens. The relat ionship between the Counci l and 
the agenc ies is compl icated, however , by the fact that many Counc i l s are admin i s 
tered by a state a g e n c y , all the DD formula-grant funds must be administered by a 
state a g e n c y , and at least one- th i rd of eve ry Counc i l ' s membership cons is ts of re 
presentat ives of the state agencies that are to be monitored by the Counc i l . 

T h i s organizat ional s y m b i o s i s makes it extremely difficult for a DD Counc i l to 
establ ish a clear and separate identity. The monitor ing of state agenc ies shou ld be 
attempted in the role of col laborator rather than a d v e r s a r y , for if the l ines of 



battle are d r a w n , then the agencies wil l probably, attempt to frustrate if not smother 
the independence and creativity of the Counc i l . At this point in time, the agencies 
appear to have sufficient political power to accompl ish s u c h a task . 

In spite of these somewhat unusua l organizat ional and political real i t ies, there 
are a number of ways that a DD Counci l can relate effectively to the state se rv i ce 
agenc ies , i f the foundation of this relat ionship is t rust and col laborat ion. Severa l 
aspects of such a relat ionship have been identif ied and desc r ibed . 
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